Although Canadian scientists and WHO believe they are closing in on the virus responsible for severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS), the number of Canadians suspected to have died from the mysterious disease has increased to three after health officials classified an elderly man\'s death on March 22 as a probable case of SARS.

A further 11 people in Canada may be infected with the virus, and, as of March 24, the virus had killed 17 people worldwide and infected more than 450.

On March 22, researchers from the University of Hong Kong\'s microbiology department succeeded in isolating the virus from the lung tissue of a patient with SARS. Meanwhile, scientists at the National Microbiology Laboratory in Winnipeg announced that genetic testing had revealed that human metapneumovirus was present in specimens from six of eight cases they studied. The metapneumovirus virus is part of the paramyxoviridae family that triggers measles, mumps, pneumonia, and the common cold.

First discovered in 2001 by scientists in the Netherlands and previously linked to an outbreak of respiratory illness in Quebec in 2002, the virus usually causes mild respiratory illness. But scientists believe that the virus has mutated into one that produces much more severe symptoms.

"I think it is somewhat reassuring that it is a virus we\'ve seen before", National Microbiology Laboratory scientific director Frank Plummer told reporters. "But important questions remain about why this is so virulent." Plummer suggested that the increased virulence could be the product of the virus interacting with another infectious agent in humans, such as a bacterium.

WHO predicts that a network of scientists at 11 laboratories in ten countries are within weeks of developing a test to easily identify whether people are infected with SARS. In addition, a team of experts from five countries has been dispatched to China "to investigate the possibility that an outbreak of a disease having similar symptoms and affecting similar groups--health-care workers and close contacts of patients--may be linked to the current SARS outbreak".

WHO and Health Canada have issued emergency travel advice for Asia, and Health Canada has dispatched medical staff to international airports in Toronto and Vancouver to help airline workers monitor incoming travellers from Hong Kong and Singapore for SARS symptoms.
